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School Bond Elections in Iowa 

John J. Hartman 
Dorothy N. Bashor * 

ABSTRACT 



Obtaining local money to support the ever-expanding educational 
facilities of school districts is an ongoing task. It is also a form 
of community decision-making resolved by a discrete yes-no vote by 
a portion of the registered voters in the district. Several communi- 
ties (195) have served as the basis for examining factors associated 
with strategies in trying to pass school bond elections. A literature 
survey relating to school bond issues and techniques for passing 
elections would confuse an action worker planning a campaign strategy. 
There is lack of agreement on which techniques should be employed and 
how they should be employed. Further, a case can be built for either 
the use or nonuse of most techniques. 

A simplified time sequence model has been developed as an ana- 
lytical construct to serve as an orderly method of analyzing this 
social process. The model emphasizes steps which must be considered 
by strategists in implementing social action programs. 

This study examines the results of 195 districts involved in 
school bond elections over the five year period, January 1, I960, to 
December 31, 1964. The demographic, economic, election history, and 
communication characteristics of these districts have been correlated 
with the percentage affirmative vote in each district. Results indi- 
cate a relatively complex social process is operative that varies 
widely from district to district. 



*Assistant Professor and Graduate Assistant, Department of 
Sociology and Anthropology, Iowa State University, Ames, 
Iowa. 1966. 



AN ANALYSIS OF FACTORS ASSOCIATED WITH 
SCHOOL BOND ELECTIONS IN IOWA 



Introduction 

One kind of social change can be considered purposive or instigated 
social change. This article reports on attempts of school boards to 
instigate changes in their educational facilities by financing through 
school bond elections. This kind of community decision-making is dif- 
ferentiated from another kind usually made by elected officials. Many 
decisions that have consequences for the community are made by elected 
officials such as the mayor, school boards, mayor /council or city manager. 
However, the decisions discussed here require district electorate involve- 
ment to change the school system and facilities. Some studies have shown 
that school bond elections are not a salient concern to relatively many 
registered voters in a given district. 

Frame of Reference 

The accepted method for a school district to obtain funds for large 
capital outlays is to issue a school bond proposal to be voted by the 

district electorate. This method is called inefficient and obsolete by 

2 

some. However, because of legal requirements this method must be used 
in most school districts. 

Despite the recognized fact that many public school facilities are 
chronically inadequate, those interested in improvement often face a 
struggle in making the electorate sufficiently feel the need for additional 
facilities and in getting them to pass a bond proposal. However, the liter- 
ature survey indicates that educators and the district electorate hold a 
generalized feeling that education is "good" and the "democratic process" 
(election) is the best way to resolve these issues. Usually, issues are 
resolved on specifics and any opposition takes the form of opposition to 
selected site, increase in taxes, dissatisfaction with proposed plans, etc. 
Usually, no organized opposition is formed against the generalized need 
for educational facilities, although exceptions can be found. 
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The struggle to obtain funds is evident in the vast amount of des- 
criptive literature available on the subject. Most discussions are found 
in professional education journals and magazines with teacher and school 
administrator audiences. Many articles consist of lists, often conflict- 
ing, of recommended techniques to be employed in school bond elections. 

The general theme in many of these articles is to use communication tech- 
niques to inform and involve as many people as possible and to stimulate 
a large turnout at election time. However, there is no agreement on which 
or how many communication techniques should be used. Some educators state 
that a well-informed electorate will recognize their duty and pass the 
bond issue. Others are equally sure that the less knowledge the electorate 
has and the higher the level of generalization of information about the 
issue, the more likely the issue will pass. 

The desire of school administrators to increase voter turnout seems 

to conflict with much evidence indicating that voter turnout is negatively 
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correlated with percentage favorable vote. Stone, however, feels that 

an extensive publicity campaign can offset the negative influence of high 
4 

voter turnout. At a generalized level, school administrators and board 
members feel that involving as many individuals in as rary ways as possible 
will result in issue passage. This feeling is often expressed by educators 
as "talking it up" by members of the community. 

Both the education journals and educational adr.. Istration texts stress 
involving as many people in the community as possible, generally through 
the use of "citizens' advisory committees."'* The recommended composition 
of this committee may vary from one which is representative of the commu- 
nity^ (representative carries a variety of interpretations) , to one com- 
posed of several of the most "talented" community members. ^ 

Educators generally stress the ideal of democracy and democratic pro- 
cedures. Some writers state that any influence exerted by an informal 
power structure is suspected of being for selfish interests, and therefore 
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is denounced. Kimbrough presents another viewpoint and urges educators 

to make themselves aware of their informal community power structure(s) 
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and to use it to legitimize school bond elections. Many studies, however, 
indicate educators do not recognize district education power structures. 
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It seems that educators who do recognize the power structure do not manipu- 
late it, are unable to interact at this social power level or tend to avoid 
involvement with these community influent ials. 

A few studies backed by empirical research have been completed. These 
researchers have examined the relationship of variables such as school size, 
school district population, bond issue amount, and assessed valuation (total 
and per pupil) to passage of the bond issue. Few of these variables have 
been significantly related to passage of the bond issue. ^ One researcher, 
Smith, studied the characteristics of the voters, rather than those of the 
school district, in the Los Angeles City School District. 11 His findings 
indicate demographic characteristics should play a part in selecting both 
the media and content of the messages. He suggests census tracts contain- 
ing mainl; young working class families with school-age children should 
be "courted" with public relations campaigns and favorable newspaper pub- 
licity. Smith supports giving specific information to the voters, whereas 
others have suggested that general descriptive information will produce 
most favorable results. 

In summary, the available literature is confusing on techniques and 
strategy for successful passage of a school bond issue. Few consistent 
relationships have been found between independent variables and the de- 
pendent variable bond issue election results. Many of the studies men- 
tioned previously consist of impressionistic descriptive accounts of 
techniques that proved successful in a specific campaign. However, many 
of these authors are quite willing to generalize to other districts and 
other elections by presenting lists of techniques to be employed by other 
school administrators and school boards. 

Fully recognizing this state of confusion and the assumed complexity 
of the bond election process, the authors decided to follow Merton’s sug- 
gestion, in the preface to Sociology Today, to use a relatively simple 
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research design in an area of theoretical uncertainty. A simplified 
taxonomic social action model has been developed as a guide for the col- 
lection and analysis of the data. This model (shown is Figure 1) consists 
of classes of variables presented along a temporal dimension that is 
approximated in a school bond issue election at ti.j school district level. 







Existing Situation The Bond Issue Election Strategy The Vote Post- Election Evaluation 
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Objective 



The objective of this research project is to determine the relation- 
ship between selected variables (derived from the simplified time sequence 
social action model) and percentage affirmative vote (outcome) in school 
bond issue elections. 



Methods 

The names of the school districts in Iowa involved in school bond 
elections during the five year period from January 1, 1960, to December 
31, 1964, were obtained principally from secondary sources. The following 
agencies provided this inf ormation: 1) Research Center for School Admin- 

istration, State University of Iowa, 2) Iowa State Department of Public 
Instruction and the 3) Iowa Association of School Boards. This list was 
not complete and additional steps were taken to insure the inclusion of 
all districts engaging in school bond elections during this period. Hence, 
information forms were mailed to all county superintendents and high school 
principals. From these sources a list was compiled that revealed that 209 
districts had held 364 elections on 241 different bond proposals during 
the five year period. 

The population reported on includes all Iowa school districts holding 
school bond elections during the five year period. Additional restrictions 
on inclusion in the population were that the district must have maintained 
a public high school, junior high school, or a community college, and the 
bond proposal had to be presented for educational facilities or related 
purposes . 

A questionnaire was constructed and mailed to the superintendent of 
each school district that had held a bond election. A total of 195 of 
the 209 school superintendents responded for a 93 percent return from dis- 
tricts eligible. 

The d*ta reported in this article represent the perceptions of the 
superintendents following the elections. No attempt has been made to 
evaluate these perceptions with other observers' perceptions at the same 
time, nor have the researchers placed any evaluation on whether the per- 
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ceptions were "right or wrong." They are presented only as perceptions. 
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Upon receipt of the data, an analysis of selected variables was made. 

P 38 variable matrix was constructed and has served as a basis for the zero 
order correlations contained in this article. All correlations reported 
as significant were significant at the .05 level. 

Percentage Affirmative Vote 

The ultimate concern of this study centered on variables significantly 
related to the outcome of the school bond elections. A sixty percent 
affirmative vote is required for passage of Iowa school bond issues. 

The concern here is with a dichotomous situation (pass-fail) ; however, a 
continuous variable has been used for correlations presented in this report. 
Percentage affirmative vote correlates +.75 with failure and passage of 
bond issues. ^ Relationships between variables are stated in terms of the 
percentage affirmative vote, but the reader should be aware that the point 
between passing and failing is 59.9 and 60.0 percent affirmative vote. 



The findings section of this article presents the relationships between 
selected variables and percentage affirmative vote. When necessary, the 
method of measuring the variable is presented. The order of presentation 
follows the model presented in Figure 1 or along a temporal sequence. 



The existing situational variables are fixed and are not capable of 
being manipulated, but school board members and school superintendents 
should probably be aware of these variables in evaluating the present 
education system and assessing educational needs for the future. An under- 
standing of these variables should also provide insights for possible al- 
ternative campaign strategies. 

Demographic Characteristics 

The literature survey indicates that demographic characteristics of 
the district are, in some cases, associated with voter turnout and election 
outcome. Again, the evidence in the literature on this point is not 



THE FINDINGS 



Existing Situational Variables 
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conclusive. Carter presented the following generalizations between dis- 
trict size and outcome: 

1) Turnout is low in all size districts in school financial 
elections X = 36 percent for an 11 year period. 

2) Data examined presented no evidence of a ground swell of 
public interest in school bond elections. 

3) Turnout is traditionally lower in large districts. 

4) Larger issues (amounts) in medium and large districts pro- 
duce larger turnouts and more difficulty in passage. 

The two demographic variables used in this study were district popu- 
lation and school enrollment. The population of the school districts 
ranged from 950 residents to r.iore than 255 thousand residents. Fifty- 
one percent of the districts were in the under 4 thousand category. The 
total school enrollment in K - 12 grades ranged from 183 to more than 43 
thousand students. Fifty- three percent of the districts enrolled fewer 
than 1,000 students in kindergarten through the 12th grade. There was no 
significant relationship between the population of the district and per- 
centage affirmative vote (r = +.03) . There was no significant relationship 
between school enrollment and percentage of affirmative votes (r = +.02) 
or percentage eligible voter turnout (r == -.04). 

"i ?onomic Variables 

Three economic characteristics of the districts were analyzed to deter- 
mine their relationship with percentage affirmative vote. The three eco- 
nomic correlations with percentage affirmative vote are shown in Table 1. 

The two significant relationships were the assessed evaluation per 
student (r = -.17) and the 2^ mill school house levy in effect at the 
election time (r = +.23). The 2% mill levy provides funds for current 
expenditures and maintaining the school physical plant, not for additions 
or large capital outlays. This finding may indicate progressive norms 
toward education in the district. Districts that had this levy had a 
higher percentage affirmative vote. On the other hand, a negative rela- 
tionship was found between the existing assessed valuation and affirmative 
vote. As valuation rose percentage affirmative vote decreased. 
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Table 1. Correlations between existing situation, economic variables and 
percentage affirmative vote 



Percent 

affirmative 

vote 

2% mill school house tax levy in effect 
Assessed valuation per student 
Total school millage levy 



+ .23* 

- . 17** 
+ .08 



n = 195 

* Significant at the .01 level 
** Significant at the .05 level 



District structural variables 

The structural variables examined were district organization and the 
presence of (and percentage attending) parocnial schools. There was no 
significant relationship between district organization and election out- 
come. Most (87 %) of the districts were community districts. The remainder 
were either consolidated or independent. Only two districts contained 
community colleges, but all contained both elementary and secondary schools. 
The presence of a parochial school (and percentage of total students 
attending parochial schools) in the district was not related to the out- 
come of the bond elections. 

District election history characteristics 

This article centers on the most recent election held during the 
period of study. One hundred ninety- five districts responded in this 
survey. Of these 154 (79%) successfully passed their last issue and 
41 (217o) failed to pass their issue. Generally the statistics reported 
are for the total N (195). However, in a few instances comparative state- 
ments are made about significant differences between the two groups (pass- 
fail) . 

The district election history variables examine the number of elections 
attempted during the 5 year limits of the study. All three variables re- 
lating to voting history in the districts were significantly related to 
favorable vote. (See Table 2.) 
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